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The Public's Perception and Satisfaction with 
Physician Assistants Serving in Southeast 
San Bernardino County 
Liana Pefia, BS; Heta Patel, BS; Hoshang Irani, BS; Reginald Peters, BS; 
Kenrick C. Bourne, DrPH, PA-C; Noha Daher, DrPH 
Purpose: The physician assistant profession is relatively new and continues to have an increasing 
demand in health care. Physician assistants (P As) have become a great asset to the medical field. 
The purpose of the study was to investigate the public's view of the roles played by PAs in 
patients' care, and its level of satisfaction and comfort with the quality of care P As provide in an 
urban setting. Methods: We used a survey that was written in two languages (English and 
Spanish) to assess satisfaction and comfort levels of 140 subjects, 18-80 years of age, in two 
primary care clinics in southeast San Bernardino County. Results: Satisfaction and comfort 
levels were not significantly different among various age groups, income levels, types of 
insurance, or genders. Spanish-speaking subjects were more comfortable when treated by P As 
than English-speaking subjects (z=-2.5, p=.01). Both groups, however, had similar levels of 
satisfaction (8.5± 1.2 vs. 8.8± 1.1, p > .05). A higher proportion of subjects who had not heard 
about PAs (72%) reported that they would like to have more information about their services than 
those who had heard about PAs (44.7%) C-l=5.7, p=.02). Conclusions: Our findings indicated that 
the majority of the subjects were very satisfied and felt comfortable with services provided by P As 
in an urban setting. More information, however, needs to be provided on the PA profession in 
order to increase the public's awareness regarding PA services. 
INTRODUCTION 
The physician assistant profession 
is relatively new and continues to 
have an increasing demand in 
health care with hospitals 
employing midlevel health care 
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professionals to provide patient 
care. Physician assistants (PAs) 
have become a great asset to the 
medical field, especially in the eyes 
of managed care organizations, 
who are concerned with cutting 
costs. Therefore, it is important for 
health care organizations to know 
how patients and the public view 
P As. The purpose of this study was 
to investigate public views of the 
roles played by P As in patient care, 
and their level of satisfaction and 
comfort with the quality of care that 
P As provide in an urban setting. 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Studies have documented the 
acceptance and the satisfaction with 
referrals received from P As in the 
health care field. 1-6 In the process 
of providing quality care, the 
relationship between primary care 
provider and specialist physician is 
important. 1 Enns et al 1 found that 
physician specialists who employ 
P As in their practice are 
"significantly satisfied" with the 
referrals received from primary 
care P As. Erkert2 compared the 
attitudes of nurses who had never 
worked with P As with those who 
had. He found that nurses who 
were more acquainted with P As felt 
more comfortable working with 
them. 
Nelson et al,3 in a study of the 
public's opinion of patient 
satisfaction with physician 
assistants who were trained in 
MEDEX programs, report that 
patients were impressed with the 
competence, mannerisms, and 
quality of care provided by 
physician assistants. In the mid-
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1980s, Oliver et al4 examined 
patient reaction and perception of 
primary care provided by P As in 
rural areas. They found that 
patients with higher education and 
those who have numerous contacts 
with P As were the most satisfied. 4 
Baldwin et al5 report that P As 
and Nurse Practitioners (NPs) are 
in increasing demand in rural areas, 
where there are fewer medical 
doctors. They assessed the 
acceptance of midlevel 
practitioners (namely, PAs and 
NPs) in rural communities. They 
found that the potential for their 
acceptance existed as long as they 
were willing to work in 
collaboration with existing area 
physicians, who serve as 
coordinators of care; they were 
readily accessible; and they could 
become an integral part of the 
community. 
In a study by Counselman et 
al, 6 patients in an emergency 
department were asked if they 
would prefer to be examined by a 
PA rather than wait to be seen by a 
physician. They also assessed the 
patients' level of satisfaction with 
the quality of care provided by 
P As. They concluded that patients 
were highly satisfied with the 
quality of care provided by P As in 
the emergency setting, and they 
preferred to be seen by P As instead 
of waiting to be seen by a 
physician. 
Different studies have 
indicated that there is a prevailing 
climate of acceptance for P As in 
both the professional, 1•2 as well as 
the patient community.3-6 It should 
be noted that the previous studies 
were conducted in rural, primary 
care, and specialized settings. 
None of these studies investigated 
the levels of patients' awareness of 
P As or satisfaction with P As in an 
urban setting. 
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METHODS 
Subjects 
Our sample consisted of 140 
subjects, 18-80 years of age, who 
sought medical attention at La Salle 
Pediatric Clinic and Loma Linda 
Community Urgent Care, located in 
southeast San Bernardino County. 
Subjects were excluded if they 
were mentally incompetent. 
Instrument 
The instrument used in the study 
was a survey (see Appendix). Five 
close-ended questions were used to 
assess individuals' awareness about 
PAs. Satisfaction and comfort 
levels with P As were assessed 
using a 10-point Likert scale 
(1 =Unsatisfied/ Uncomfortable, 
1 O=Very satisfied /comfortable). 
The survey also included questions 
regarding gender, age, income, and 
type of primary health insurance. 
The survey was written in two 
languages, English and Spanish. 
Procedures 
The survey was distributed by the 
team members at the above-
mentioned sites. Each team 
member introduced himself/herself, 
explained the purpose of the study, 
requested voluntary participation, 
and informed the subjects that it 
would take approximately 8-10 
minutes to complete the survey. 
Data Analyses 
Data was analyzed using the 
Statistical Package for the Social 
Sciences (SPSS) version 12.0.7 We 
summarized data using frequencies 
and relative frequencies. The Mann 
Whitney-U test was used to 
compare the satisfaction level 
between males and females, and 
between English-speaking and 
Spanish-speaking subjects. To 
determine whether the level of 
satisfaction differed by age, 
income, and type of insurance, the 
Kruskal-Wallis test was used. 
RESULTS 
The demographic characteristics of 
the sample are displayed in Table 1. 
The sample consisted of 54(38.6%) 
males and 81(57.9%) females. The 
number of English and Spanish 
speaking subjects were 67(47.9%) 
and 73(52.1 %), respectively. The 
largest age group was 34 to 49 
years of age (44.3%). Forty-nine 
percent of our sample had an 
annual income between $16,000 
and $31,000. The most common 
type of insurance reported by our 
subjects was Medicare/Medical 
(59.3%). 
The overall means for 
satisfaction and comfort levels were 
8.7 and 8.6, respectively. Females 
and males had similar levels of 
satisfaction when treated by P As 
(8.7 vs. 8.7, p > .05). Satisfaction 
and comfort levels were not 
significantly different among the 
various age groups, income levels, 
or types of insurance (p>.05). 
Spanish-speaking subjects were 
more comfortable when treated by 
P As than English-speaking subjects 
(z=-2.5, p=.01). Both groups, 
however, were equally satisfied 
(8.5 vs. 8.8, p > .05). 
A higher proportion of subjects 
who had not heard about P As 
(72%) reported that they would like 
to have more information about 
their services than those who had 
heard about PAs (44.7%) (x2=5.7, 
p= .02). Seventy-two percent of our 
subjects reported that they would 
see a PA again, however, 26% did 
not respond to this question. Only 
5% of the sample reported that they 
will not recommend a PA to a 
family member, but 33% did not 
answer this question. 
DISCUSSION 
Results from our study indicated 
that the majority of the subjects 
were very satisfied and felt very 
comfortable with the services 
provided by P As. These findings 
are in line with studies done for a 
Table 1. Characteristics of the Sample (n=275) 
Demographic Variable Frequency(%) 
Age (years)* 
18-33 
34-49 
50-65 
66-80 
Gender* 
Male 
Female 
Language 
Spanish 
English 
38 (27.1) 
62 (44.3) 
29 (10.7) 
6 (4.3) 
54 (38.6) 
81 (57.9) 
73 (52.1) 
67 (47.9) 
Income (dollars)* 
0-15,000 34 (24.3) 
16,000-31,000 69 (49.3) 
32,000-47,000 13 (9.3) 
48,000-64,000 10 (7.1) 
65,000+ 6 (4.3) 
Health Insurance 
HMO 28 (20.0) 
Private 16 (11.4) 
MediCal/Medicare 83 (59.3) 
BlueShield/ Cross 4 (2.9) 
Healthy Family 2 (1.4) 
HealthNet 1 (0.7) 
*Percentages do not add up to 100% due to missing data 
rural population. •-6 Another major 
finding was that Spanish-speaking 
subjects felt more comfortable with 
P As than English-speaking 
subjects. Based on conversations 
with some of the subjects, possible 
explanations for this result are the 
perception that P As gave more 
detailed explanations for diagnosis, 
and spent more time with patients. 
An additional finding was that a 
significant number of subjects 
wanted more information about 
PAs, which coincides with the fact 
that the physician assistant 
profession is a relatively new field 
in health care. 
A major strength of our study 
was that it was the first study that 
was conducted in an urban setting, 
and it included both English and 
Spanish-speaking subjects. This 
study provides reassurance to 
managed care organizations for 
hiring more PAs, while maintaining 
their budget and satisfying patients' 
health care needs. Our limitations, 
on the other hand, included the 
targeted clinics which employed 
P As, time constraints, and the 
limited number of sites for data 
collection. In addition, levels of 
education and ethnicity were not 
addressed in the survey. Our 
sample did not include all income 
levels; the majority of our subjects 
reported an income from the lower 
end of the spectrum. A large 
proportion of the subjects failed to 
respond to the last two questions, 
possibly due to the location of the 
questions (see Appendix). 
Future research on the PA 
profession should include the 
following questions: 1) What is the 
impact of different levels of 
education and ethnic groups on the 
level of comfort and satisfaction 
with the services provided by P As? 
2) Will public perception be 
different in clinics/hospitals that 
employ PAs versus those that do 
not? 3) Will the public perception 
of P As sampled in non-healthcare 
sites, such as churches, schools, or 
supermarkets, vary regarding 
satisfaction and comfort levels? 
We also suggest that other forms of 
data collection, such as one-on-one 
interviews, telephone interviews, 
and surveys with open-ended 
questions be used in order to assess 
the levels of satisfaction and 
comfort with the services provided 
by PAs. 
CONCLUSIONS 
Subjects were satisfied with the 
services provided by P As. More 
information, however, needs to be 
provided on the physician assistant 
profession in order to increase 
public awareness of the profession. 
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Appendix 
THE PUBLIC'S PERCEPTION AND SATISFACTION WIIB PHYSICIAN ASSISTANTS SERVING IN SOUTHEAST 
SAN BERNARDINO COUNTY QUESTIONNAIRE 
Hello. We are students from Loma Linda University conducting this survey as a part of a Master's research 
Project. The survey is anonymous and the information you provide will be used for research purposes only. 
Your participation is completely voluntary and you are free to stop participating in this survey at any time. The 
survey should take about 8-10 minutes to complete. 
Please check ONLY one box. Some questions may appear as duplicates but we ask that you answer all questions 
because they are an integral part of our study. We appreciate your input by filling out this survey. Thank you 
Have you ever heard about Physician Assistants? 
Would you like more information? 
0 Yes 
0 Yes 
Have you ever been treated by a Physician Assistant? 0 Yes 
0 No 
0No 
0No 
How comfortable did you feel when you were treated by a Physician Assistant? 
(I-Uncomfortable, 10- Very Comfortable) 
2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
D D D D D D D D 
If you were treated by a Physician Assistant, what was your level of satisfaction? 
(I -Unsatisfied, I 0- Very Satisfied) 
2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
D D D D D D D D 
Would you see a Physician Assistant again? D Yes 0No 
9 10 
D D 
9 10 
D D 
Would you recommend your family members/ relatives to be seen bv a Physician Assistant? n Yes n N 
Age Income Gender Type of primary health insurance 
D 18 - 33 years D $0- $15,000 D Male D HMO 
D 34-49 years D $16,000-$31,000 D Female D Private Insurance 
D 50- 65 years D $32,000 -$47,000 D Medicare/Medical 
D 66- 80 years D $48,000 - $64,000 D Other, please specify: 
D $65,000 + 
THANK YOU FOR YOUR COOPERATION 
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0 
Cuestionario de percepcion y satisfaccion publica hacia Ios medicos asociados que 
sirven el area sureste del Condado de San Bernardino 
Hola. Somos estudiantes de la Universidad de Loma Linda los cuales estamos conduciendo una encuesta para un 
proyecto de investigaci6n. Esta encuesta es an6nima y la informaci6n que usted provea solo seni usada para 
prop6sitos de investigaci6n. Su participaci6n es completamente voluntaria y usted puede dejar de participar en esta 
encuesta cuando usted lo desee. Contestar esta encuesta solo le tomara de 8-10 minutos de su tiempo. 
Por favor solo marque una cajita a la vez. Aunque algunas de la preguntas son similares, le pedimos que trate de 
contestarlas todas ya que estas son parte integral de nuestro proyecto. Muchas gracias por su colaboraci6n al llenar 
esta forma. 
(,Alguna vez ha escuchado sobre los medicos asociados? 
(,Le gustaria mas informaci6n? 
(,Alguna vez ha sido examinado(a) por un(a) medico asociado 
0Si 
D Si 
Osi 
0No 
0No 
0No 
(,Que tan c6modo(a) se sinti6 Ud. cuando fue examinado(a) por un(a) medico asociado? 
(1-incomodo(a), IO- muy c6modo(a)) 
2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
D D D D D D D D D 
Si alguna vez ha sido examinado(a) por un(a) medico asociado, (,Cual fue su nivel de satisfacci6n? 
(1-incomodo(a), 10- muy c6modo(a) 
2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
D D D D D D D D D 
_(,Ud volveria a visitar a un(a) medico asociado? D Si 0No 
(,Le recomendaria a un miembro de su familia que visite a un(a) medico asociado? D Si D No 
Edad Ingreso Sexo Tipo de seguros 
018 -33 afios D $0- $15,000 D Masculino OHMO 
D 34-49 afios D $16,000-$31,000 D Femenino D Seguro Privado 
D 50-65 afios D $32,000 - $47,000 D Medicare/Medical 
10 
D 
10 
D 
D 66-80 afios D $48,000 -- $64,000 D Otro, por favor especifique: 
D $65,000+ 
Gracias por su cooperacion. 
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